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The Hon. Bill Thomas
21 Congressional District, California
CAL-FED PROCESS REQUIRES CHANGE
September 14, 1999

When the CAL-FED process for working out Bay Delta water supply questions was
announced in 1994, California water users hoped it would lead to a successful strategy for
handling California’s complex water supply issues. Today, water users say the only way the
CAL-FED process can succeed is for the federal and state governments to radically restructure its
decision-making process.

CAL-FED was supposed to bring water users, government agencies and other
stakeholders together to agree to a comprehensive Bay Delta water supply strategy. Everyone
recognized that the variety of laws applicable to California water created the potential for chaos.
Interested groups could forum shop and find agencies or laws most favorable to their view, even
compel issuance of wildly contradictory rules. The CAL-FED process was supposed to bring us
all together to deal with the issues in a way that would produce a coherent result, an opportunity
for “everyone to get better together”. Today, we are no nearer that objective.

Agencies remain free to take differing positions which lead to perpetual impasse.
Because the process has been based on requiring consensus agreement, every minority interest
has the power to veto proposals. The result of this undisciplined process when combined with
out-of-control federal fishery agencies has been to give fish first call on water supplies. It is not
clear how the citizens of California are going to be treated. We cannot tell whether water
supplies are to be increased or decreased or even how much farmland might be retired. There is
little consideration of the costs and benefits of creating new infrastructure for storage.

I agree with water users in Kern and Tulare counties that federal and state executive
authorities need to become responsible partners and to provide leadership over this process.
Only they can change the negotiation process and end the prospect that a radical minority can
veto every proposal it wants. Only they can compel all the stakeholders to work toward
meaningful goals for water quality, water supplies, and the environment. The Secretary of
Interior and the Governor must lead the CAL-FED process and assume responsibility for seeing
that it works. I urge them to do so immediately. The longer they wait to take charge, the more
difficult supply issues will become.



